
  


  Chapter 1


  Bamboo Samurai


  
    

  


  Gillian Boone watched the funeral from the safety of an ancient oak tree. As somber black forms surrounded the grave, drizzle dampened the headstones. She wanted to get in close, to check the body before they lowered it forever, to know whether or not what she had seen was real or just a dream, but she knew she wasn't welcome. Julia Gomez, the most popular girl in school, had died, and no friends of hers would dare let the likes of Gillian attend the funeral.


  But the dream haunted her. It had happened a week ago. She woke — she thought she had woken — but was not in her bed. Or her room. Or her house. Confused, she tried to rise, but her body wouldn't respond. Then without her command, she somehow walked into a bathroom — every motion felt wrong, off-balance, out of proportion with where her body should be. In the mirror, she saw the face of Julia Gomez. That's when Gillian knew she was dreaming. And that's when she heard the breathing creature — a sickening sound like air shoved through a tube of mucus.


  Gillian shook off the memory and focused on the funeral. Crows cawed as they flew overhead, and a sharp gust blew cold drizzle into her face. She had never seen a funeral before. Technically, that wasn't true. She had, after all, been to her mother's funeral. But at the time, she had been only a few days old. She had no memory of any of it. Julia Gomez's funeral drew a large crowd, and Gillian wondered if her mother's funeral had an equal draw, or if people considered the tragedy greater because of Julia's age.


  "You okay?" a husky voice asked, snapping Gillian out of her thoughts.


  She whirled around, smacking her back against the tree's rough bark. Jim Chapel — senior, football player, wearer of intoxicating smiles — stood before her, rain beading on his smart-looking dress coat. She gazed up at him, she only came to his chest, and wiped her wet, brown hair from her eyes.


  "Um," Gillian said. Way to amaze him with your brilliant conversation skills. "I'm fine. Are you holding up okay?"


  Jim shrugged. "I suppose. I never knew Julia that well. Just mostly through Marcy."


  "That's right," Gillian said, hoping her disappointment didn't show through her strained smile. "You're going out with Marcy Thompson."


  "Yeah," Jim said and at least had the sense to look a bit ashamed. Marcy Thompson was the second most popular girl in school — now the first — but whereas Julia Gomez ruled with smiles and overbearing good cheer, Marcy controlled people with scorn and a wicked tongue. She terrorized her followers and they fell in line with greedy eagerness, more than happy to inflict pain upon those beneath them in the social order. Gillian had been raised not to swear, but she suspected Pops, her father, would agree in this case — Marcy was a bitch.


  "Not to be rude," Gillian said, "but why?"


  She couldn't believe the words had left her mouth and could feel her face flush. But Jim laughed and quickly covered his mouth. He glanced beyond the oak, making sure he hadn't disturbed the mourners or perhaps making sure he hadn't caught Marcy's attention. Then he said, "I don't know, really. I've thought about breaking up with her a few times, but she's not the easiest person to break up with."


  "I can imagine."


  An awkward silence surrounded them for a moment. It wasn't just that they didn't belong to the same clique. They were in different universes. But then he asked, "What are you doing back here anyway? Did you know Julia?"


  Gillian faced the funeral. "Everybody knew her. But, no, we weren't friends or anything."


  "I didn't think so. Not that you couldn't. I mean, um —"


  "It's okay. I'm not Miss Popular. I know that."


  "So why are you here?"


  Good question. Gillian scrunched her brow and made her decision. "Look, don't think I'm crazy or anything, but I had this dream about Julia the night before she died. And it was a bad dream. But it was really real and scary and, well, I just wanted to look at her, to make sure it was a dream." She laughed at herself. "I sound like a nut, don't I?"


  Jim flashed his brilliant smile. "Yeah, you do. But I'll go."


  "What?"


  "That's what you're asking, right? You can't go over there because Marcy'll throw a fit, so you're hoping I'll go."


  "I guess."


  "Don't look so shocked. Not all football players are dumb jocks. Hell, most of us know a few things."


  Gillian smiled. "Thanks. I really appreciate this. Look for bruises on her arms."


  "Bruises. Got it."


  "Well, more like burns. Anything out of the ordinary."


  Jim walked away, shaking his head, but Gillian could sense the smile on his face. She had to admit that this was an extremely nice thing for him to do — especially considering he was dating Marcy. She leaned against the tree and watched as he approached the grave.


  The dream had been so real. She saw herself as Julia Gomez and she heard that horrid breathing. When Julia had frozen, Gillian felt her skin prickle — hers and Julia's. The light around her changed — turned amber as if a cellophane curtain had descended before the sun. She tried to get Julia to run, she screamed inside Julia's head, but the girl turned toward the sound as if convincing herself there was nothing to be afraid of. Julia even called out to her mother but her voice sounded like it came from a mouth far distant.


  That's when the creature appeared.


  It blocked the bathroom doorway. Its body appeared to be made of bamboo and was shaped like a caricature of a samurai warrior — regular legs holding up an over-sized torso, head covered in a wide, cone-shaped hat, two swords tucked into a sash. Breaking the image, the creature had orange hair like a kid's doll that peeked out in tufts from beneath the hat's brim.


  A bamboo samurai. Just like Daddy's chess set, Julia thought and Gillian heard the words as if she had thought them herself. She should have run. She knew it. But it was all a dream.


  Then the thing raised its head enough to reveal hints of glowing green eyes, a sadistic grin, and blood-drenched lips. Julia opened her mouth to scream but the thing moved too fast. It threw off its hat, and its bright, orange hair unfurled like the snakes on Medusa's head — alive and dangerous. Orange strands snapped out and wrapped around Julia's wrists, waist, and throat. Wherever the hair made contact, Gillian felt fire. They squeezed tight, cutting off her circulation. She couldn't draw enough air to scream.


  Gillian jolted awake, struggling for a breath. Her skin stung where the hair had attacked, but thankfully it had only been a dream. Until later that day at school, whispered shock at Julia Gomez's death raced through the student body. When she heard, Gillian cut the rest of the day and sat under a tree in the park.


  She struggled to make sense of it. She had never believed in psychic powers, but she could think of nothing else to explain how she had dreamed the death of Julia Gomez. No, it must have been a coincidence. Except Pops had taught her early on not to believe in coincidences. But if she had some premonition of Julia's death, then why would it involve a bamboo samurai? Why not just dream of her dying? Don't be stupid. It was a dream. Dreams are weird, that's just the way of it.


  It might have stopped there. Gillian could have returned to school, gone home, done her homework, had dinner, and let normal life reclaim her. But one problem itched at her.


  The dream had felt so real. Unlike any she had experienced before. And Julia Gomez had died that same night. Gillian couldn't get that last empty breath to stop constricting her chest, and she couldn't stop seeing the leering face of the bamboo samurai.


  Sitting in the park, she determined she would have to see the body. She simply wanted to make sure the death was as natural as the police said. The papers had called it "a freak heart attack." She had to be sure.


  As she watched Jim Chapel approach the casket, her heart tapped Morse code against her chest. The whole idea of a graveside, open casket revolted Gillian, but then so did the whole idea of a burial. She wanted to be cremated or better yet, left alone in the woods to let Nature do as it intended.


  Jim walked back with no trace of his winning smile. Seeing a dead body can do that. When he reached her, she tried not to look too eager. He shook his head.


  "No bruises," he said. "No burns."


  "Nothing?" Gillian asked. She knew she should feel relieved but a strong sting of disappointment hit her instead.


  "I didn't see anything like that."


  "You wouldn't," she said, slapping her hand on her thigh. "The mortician would have covered up the bruising. She had to look good for the viewing."


  "I guess. There was one thing, though."


  Gillian perked up. "What? Anything. Tell me."


  "Her skin, around the wrists and the neck, it was all bumpy."


  Burns. Before she had the presence of mind to stop herself, Gillian hugged Jim Chapel. The football player stood like a helpless child being smothered by an aunt. When her brain kicked in, Gillian pushed off and offered a red-faced apology.


  "It's okay," he said. "No penalties."


  For a moment, Gillian believed him. Then she heard the dramatic tones of Marcy Thompson. "Well, well, well," Marcy said as she snaked under Jim's arm. Her entourage of four prim girls followed close behind. All were dressed in black, but they looked more interested in being seen than in mourning.


  Gillian looked away. "I was just thanking Jim for a favor. I wasn't trying to steal your boyfriend or anything."


  "As if you could," Marcy said and her girls giggled. To Jim, she added, "And you should know better. Honestly, if you're going to slum it, at least do it where you won't be seen."


  Jim opened his mouth and for an instant, Gillian had the fantasy that he would defend her. But the mouth closed and a weak nod followed. The boy had a beautiful smile, but apparently not much else.


  Gillian hunched over and turned away. Before she had managed three steps, Marcy's shrill voice called out. "I'm not done with you." Marcy placed her thin hand on Gillian's shoulder and wrenched her around. "My best friend died and you come to her funeral to make a lame attempt at stealing my boyfriend? What kind of sick shit are you?" Marcy shoved hard and sent Gillian tumbling into the muddy grass. Jutting her chin at Gillian, Marcy gestured to her girls. "Come on. Let's go."


  Jim offered a sheepish grin. Gillian thought he would help her up, but Marcy's impatient whistle pulled him away.


  The light drizzle grew into a heavy downpour. Gillian trudged home — soaked through and shivering. She kept seeing the bamboo samurai and kept thinking about the odd bumps Jim had mentioned.


  The little house at 132 Pleasant Drive always managed to cheer Gillian up. Old white paint in desperate need of a new coat, weed-filled lawn begging to be mowed, and moldy toys from years long gone — no matter how miserable life might become, the house would never change. And, for better or worse, neither would Pops.


  Gillian opened the side door that led into the tiny kitchen. She moved inside with cautious steps, avoiding the creaking floorboards near the refrigerator, and stopped at the short hallway. In order to get to her bedroom, she would have to pass the living room, the bathroom, and the Shrine. Pops could be in any of those locations.


  No. He'll be in the Shrine. Always the Shrine.


  Really just a small, walk-in closet — probably meant to be used as a pantry — Pops built the Shrine when Gillian's mother had died. The day Gillian had been born. A wooden bench acted the role of an altar, dotted with candles and the wax of candles melted long ago. The rest of the table had been covered in photos of a young woman. She had a remarkable exuberance in every photo as if life had been full of nothing but sunny days and unbridled joy.


  Pops spent hours every day kneeling before his Shrine. Sometimes he would cry. Sometimes he would mumble stories. Sometimes he would fall asleep. But he never missed a day.


  Peeking down the hall, Gillian saw the flickering candlelight from beneath the Shrine's closed door. Finally, a break — if she could be quiet enough, she might make it to her room without him noticing. She could change into dry clothes, come back to the kitchen, and fix dinner. He would still be upset with her, but not nearly as bad as —


  The Shrine door opened and Pops stepped into the hall. He was a big man with a big belly. Long hair ringed his bald head and a bushy mustache exploded from under his bulbous nose. Gillian often joked that if he put on white makeup, he'd look like a clown. But she saw no merriment in his face this time.


  "Where have you been?" he asked as he filled the hallway with his bulk. Gillian lowered her head and walked towards him. When he saw her disheveled appearance, his breath caught. "What happened to you? Are you hurt? Did somebody hurt you? You tell me who and I'll rip him to pieces. Who hurt you?"


  "Nobody hurt me," she said. "I fell in the mud."


  Pops lowered to one knee and held Gillian's chin. "Do you have any idea how worried I've been? You've been gone all day. Where were you? You know you're supposed to call me throughout the day. Why do you think I allowed you to have a cell phone?"


  He never yelled. The more upset he was with her, the more he pleaded, the more his voice broke on the verge of tears.


  "I was just out," she said. "Just walking around, okay?"


  "What were you doing?"


  "Nothing."


  "Honey —"


  "I was doing nothing. It doesn't matter anyway. You don't need to know. I'm not hurt. I didn't do anything wrong. So trust me a little and let me have a little space."


  "Honey, please, tell me what happened. I know you. This isn't like you to go off without telling me where. Look, I'm not trying to control you. I just worry." Pops' eyes glistened. "After losing your mother, I —"


  Gillian pushed away from him. "No. You always do that. The second I try to do anything you don't like, you bring up Mom. Well, I'm sorry. It's not my fault she's dead."


  "I never said —"


  "You think it."


  Pops stared at her dumbfounded. Gillian held her mouth tight. If she tried to speak again, she would break down crying. Then he would cry and hold her and she would cry more and eventually they would laugh and somehow everything would be okay. Until the next time.


  Before Pops could form an answer, Gillian brushed passed him, entered her bedroom, and slammed the door shut. She wanted to flop onto her bed but took the time to peel off her soaked clothes and put on some comfy pajamas. Then she slipped under her covers and held her pillow against her chest. But she was too angry to sleep.


  She fished her cell phone from her wet clothes and started to text her best friend, Pam. But some things felt better to say rather than type. Besides, Pam was a good listener. Gillian called and unloaded the day's events in one long soliloquy.


  "That really sucks," Pam said when Gillian had finished. "Especially Marcy. I mean your dad is your dad. Y'know? And the dreams are weird and all, but what can you do to change dreams? And even Jim Chapel, well —"


  "I know. It's not like I expected him to dump Marcy and suddenly go out with me. I'm not delusional. I know where we stand in school."


  "Yeah. Smart ain't so sexy at fifteen."


  "Speak for yourself. I'm sixteen. And I'm plenty sexy. It's the boys that aren't smart enough to see it."


  They laughed, and the smile felt good on Gillian's face.


  "You should focus on the one person who really deserves your scorn," Pam said.


  In unison, the girls said, "Marcy," and laughed.


  "You're right," Gillian said, a tingle of strength growing in her chest. "Will you help me?"


  "Of course. What are we going to do?"


  "Get even."


  


  


  


  


  



  Chapter 2


  Dead Salmon


  
    

  


  Anticipation can slow time. All day long Gillian had waded through her classes, had endured the snide remarks and demeaning glares of Marcy and her cohorts, and had watched the clock's languid progress. But as three o'clock neared, a mischievous sparkle lit her eyes.


  When the final bell rang, she hurried to the bathroom and hid in the stall farthest on the end. More waiting, but this time, the waiting was part of the plan. She had to make sure that the buses had left and that the athletes had begun practicing on the fields. Usually that meant about fifteen to twenty minutes. Pam had agreed that waiting a full half-hour would be safest.


  Gillian kept her cell phone off so no unwanted calls would announce her presence, and she hoped Pam had the sense to do the same. Two girls entered the bathroom, and Gillian pulled her feet off the floor. The girls giggled through a conversation about Tim Brubaker — the one girl wanted to date him but worried he would be trying to sleep with her from the start. He had a reputation of being all about sex and nothing else. The other assured her he would and that she would be far better off trying to snag Chris Taylor who not only was cute but had wealthy parents.


  "Besides, he's the kind of guy you want to lose your virginity to," she said and the other girl denied being a virgin, but both girls laughed, fixed their hair and hurried out.


  Gillian slowly lowered her feet. She knew she didn't fit in with most of the kids at school, but she wondered what it meant that she never had a conversation like these other girls. She talked with Pam about boys but more in a fantasy way, not with any sense of dating being a real thing. And what did it mean that she and Pam were hiding out in bathrooms instead of doing sports or theater or anything involving her peers?


  Gillian swallowed those thoughts and checked her watch. Five more minutes to go. She watched a cockroach skitter across the pink-tiled floor. She read the graffiti on the dented, stall door. She took a chance and used the toilet for its intended purpose.


  Five minutes later, she fast-walked through the halls until she reached Pam's locker — the one right next to Marcy Thompson's locker. Pam had the door open and with a look of nerve-wracked relief, she said, "Where've you been?"


  "We said a half-hour."


  "That was three minutes ago."


  Gillian displayed her watch. "I'm right on time."


  Pam looked heavenward. "Next time we need to synchronize our watches, okay?"


  Right there was the reason she loved Pam. Next time. No matter what, Pam always stayed with her.


  "You got the fish?" Gillian asked.


  From her locker, Pam pulled out a small box. Inside was a dead salmon chopped into three sections. Gillian glanced around the hall and then reached into the locker.


  She had a screwdriver and proceeded to unfasten the screws locking down the top of the locker. The screws didn't let go easily. They were old and rusty, and nobody had reason to do this before.


  "Hurry," Pam said, fidgeting with her backpack.


  "I'm trying." The screwdriver slipped and created a racket as it banged around the locker. Both girls froze as the banging seemed to echo forever throughout the school. Gillian counted to ten, and when nothing happened, she picked up the screwdriver and got back to work. But she could feel Pam's nervousness. Over her shoulder, Gillian said, "This really doesn't take more than one person now. Why don't you go home? I'm almost done anyway."


  With a guilty squint, Pam asked, "Are you sure?"


  "I'll text you when I'm done. Now go." Gillian threw in a smile before returning to the locker.


  With her relief clear in every movement, Pam gathered her things together and hurried off. Gillian snickered. Pam was a great friend and gutsy enough to be Gillian's helper, but the girl had little stomach for risk.


  At length, the screws loosened enough to remove by hand, and Gillian pinched them out. She paused and listened for any sounds of approach — footsteps, humming, anything. When she convinced herself all remained good, she slammed her palm upward on the locker roof. The metal panel popped up with ease and only a little noise.


  She paused again. She had heard footsteps. Or maybe she imagined it.


  With the end in sight, Gillian picked up her pace. She grabbed the salmon head and pushed it through the open locker roof until it rested atop Marcy's locker. She did the same with the torso and fin sections of salmon. Already the stink curled up her nose. As she lowered the metal panel back into place, she pictured Marcy's mortified face when she arrived in the morning.


  Nobody should mess with me.


  She wanted to laugh and shout but knew enough to stay silent. She listened one last time before leaving. Nothing — not a voice, a footstep, or even a rattle of keys. Utter silence.


  Then she heard it — the horrid breathing like air shoved through a tube of mucus.


  Gillian froze in place. Her mind struggled to focus. The screwdriver fell from her hand and hit the bottom of the locker with a dull clunk. She heard the breathing again. She pictured the bamboo samurai as it came after Julia Gomez with its insane hair that acted on its own. And even as part of her brain told her it had been a dream, nothing more, another part reminded her that at the funeral, Jim Chapel had noticed bumps on Julia's skin.


  And I'm not going to end up like Julia Gomez.


  Without looking back, Gillian tore down the hallway, racing for the double-door exit lined with floor to ceiling windows. The breathing remained steady as if the bamboo samurai kept right over her shoulder. The hall stretched before her, lockers along the walls and a few classroom doors, but only that exit in front of her mattered.


  Pumping her legs, she came closer and closer. To her horror, the sunlight coming in began to alter. It turned amber — closing down, descending before the sun. She slammed into the release bar, but nothing happened. She shoved it again and again and she leaned her shoulder into the door, but it did not yield.


  Looking out the window, she saw the soccer team running drills. She banged on the window and screamed, "Help!" but nobody noticed her. Her voice strained but the sound she heard was muted as if her ears had been stuffed with cotton. Wasting no time, she yanked open the nearest classroom door, grabbed a chair, and pulled it into the hall. With a heave, she threw the chair into the glass.


  The chair shattered.


  Gillian stared at the splintered pieces of plastic and metal covering the floor. She looked at the window — not a scratch. Before she could consider it further, she heard the mucus-laden breathing mutate into a congested laugh.


  Gillian turned around and pressed up against the door. The bamboo samurai stood all the way back at Pam's locker — same legs holding up an over-sized torso, same wide, cone-shaped hat, same orange hair poking out in tufts from beneath the hat's brim, same bamboo skin. Though she still pushed the door release, she knew it wouldn't work. The samurai had made sure of it.


  Her eyes darted around the locker-lined hall, searching for an escape. The samurai pulled out its bamboo katana and pointed the weapon at her. Gillian had no doubt that the bamboo sword could slice her every bit as much as a metal blade, and she had no desire to find out for certain. As the samurai let out a guttural yell and rushed towards her, she yelled, too.


  She dashed for the open classroom, tears breaking from her eyes as she continued to scream. Her brain shut down, hoping to send her into a dark chasm of denial. But her will refused. Stay here! Stay now! it commanded.


  She crossed the classroom and hid under the teacher's desk — a wide, gun-metal gray thing with dents and scratches. She heard her own breathing echoing around her and forced her lungs to slow down, to breathe with control, to be silent. Three exhalations later, she no longer heard herself — just the awful, wet noises of the monster hunting her.


  The samurai's footsteps halted. A few steps deeper into the classroom and it stopped again. Gillian listened with all her energy. The samurai yelled and a huge crash followed. Gillian didn't have to see it to know what had happened — the samurai had brought its sword down on one of the student desks. With furious energy, it began hacking at desks and chairs, the destructive sounds getting louder, getting closer, as it made its way toward Gillian.


  There were no exits but the door she had come in through, and the samurai blocked that route. There were plenty of windows, but somehow this creature had stopped anybody from noticing what went on. She wanted to cry for help, but no one would hear her. Tears streamed down her face. She covered her ears as the samurai threw a chair into an overhead projector.


  My cell! With shaking hands, Gillian dug out her cell phone, turned it on, and opened up the text screen. Making a call would be too loud, and she figured she could type out a message faster anyway. But when the text screen opened, the phone made a little two-toned chime and the samurai zeroed in on her with three huge steps. It grabbed the heavy desk and lifted it into the air.


  Gillian gazed upward at the enormous samurai holding the desk above its head, the creature's orange hair doing most of the work. It let out a garbled yell and tossed the desk through a window. But even as it tumbled on the grass, nobody noticed.


  The samurai looked down upon Gillian. For an odd second before it raised its bamboo sword, she swore the creature looked hopeful. Not angry. Not bloodthirsty. Not crazed. Hopeful — as if it mentally had crossed its fingers.


  This can't be happening. This can't be happening.


  But it was. The dreamlike quality that had surrounded her the first time with Julia Gomez was absent. Gillian could wish it all away forever, but in her core, she knew this was real.


  The samurai raised its sword and swung down. The sword cut through the air with an audible whoosh. Gillian shrunk back and closed her eyes.


  Nothing happened.


  Still alive, she peeked up.


  An alabaster hand the size of her torso with thick knuckles like rocks held the sword a few inches from her head. The hand belonged to a fellow who, under other circumstance, Gillian would have considered the oddest thing she had ever seen. His pale-white skin covered a tall, lanky physique, but he had firm, defined shoulders. His face, flashing sharp, crooked teeth behind a wide-lipped grin, appeared to be merry despite the blood seeping between his fingers. And his hair, stark white and wind-swept, reminded her of the samurai.


  "Gillian, darling, you shouldn't let a Caller bother you like this. He's apt to kill you," he said with the barest hint of a struggle from the rest of his body. The samurai, however, groaned as it tried to wrench the sword free. "I'm Jackhammer Jack, and I'd offer my hand but it's a bit busy at the moment."


  Gillian stared at Jack and let out a small noise.


  Jack laughed like a giddy schoolgirl. "Well said. It's okay. Most people don't ever meet a Caller." The samurai finally pulled its sword away, stumbling back several steps from the effort. "Whoops. I better take care of this first."


  The two creatures faced off, stepping over the rubble that once was a functioning classroom as they circled each other. Each time they had moved far enough that the samurai neared Gillian, Jack reversed his direction forcing the samurai to either move away or fight. The samurai moved away.


  Jack grinned as he continued to circle. He wiggled his fingers and hunched down low like a white tiger ready to pounce. The samurai flexed one hand and moved its shoulders. By some motion Gillian missed, the creatures ignited into action.


  The samurai raised its sword and rushed across the classroom. Jack leaped into the air, smashing the ceiling tiles into dust. As he came down, he straightened his arms and made two fists.


  Gillian had no idea what would happen in these flashing seconds, but clearly the samurai did. It lost its footing as it tried to alter its direction. Jack's fists reformed into blunt pins like real jackhammers but remained covered in alabaster skin.


  He slammed down upon the samurai and his fists went into action. He pummeled the samurai with rapid blows — each one creating a metallic thud like a jackhammer. Bamboo shrapnel flew off in all directions, and Gillian took cover behind two demolished desktops. When Jack stood, his hands returned to a normal shape. He lifted the samurai by the new cavity in its chest and brought his face close in.


  "You'll never get home now," Jack said, and pulled apart what remained of the samurai.


  As the pieces of bamboo dropped to the ground, so did the amber curtain surrounding them. A cacophony of sounds erupted. All the noise the curtain had held back released like an auditory volcano. Smashed windows, the cracked chalkboard, Gillian's screams, the explosive fighting — all the noises swirled together in the air attracting every person in the school.


  Jack slid next to Gillian and handed her what looked to be a silver dog whistle on a chain. "Sorry, darling, don't have time. You need me again, you just use this. I'll be with you right away."


  And with that, Jack popped into a cloud of dust and dissipated into the air. Gillian stared at the dust, unable to process what she had seen. The classroom door opened and Principal Keller stormed into the room.


  He took two steps and froze in shock — his big belly and slick hair making him look more unnatural than usual. Gillian's fingers ran over the etched whistle, but before she could look at the markings, she clasped the whistle and shoved it into her jacket pocket — didn't want anyone trying to take it. Squatting amongst the wreckage, she rocked on her heels.


  Keller's stunned eyes met Gillian's wide-eyed gaze. "What the hell did you do to this place?" he said, spit flying from his mouth.


  


  


  


  


  

  Chapter 3


  Dark Present


  
    

  


  Gillian had been to the county hospital's ER back when she broke her arm, and she had visited the maternity wing when Pam's mother delivered Pam's baby brother. Both parts of the hospital had been pleasant enough, though a bit too institutional looking. This time, however, they took her to the eighth floor. The eighth floor was a nightmare.


  Unidentified stains painted the walls. Someone had scrubbed away the full messes, but like ghosts, the stains remained in a series of splotched shadows. The air smelled like a subway — foul with stale urine and fresh feces. Patients moaned, crowed, and cackled odd gibberish as they paced the hall.


  Despite the horrid conditions, Gillian had not fought against the men who admitted her into the mental health wing — not when they escorted her from school, not when they strapped her to a gurney, not when they wheeled her to her room, not when they passed her off to a nurse. She had not fought against the nurses, either — not even when they undressed her and put her in a backside-open hospital gown. She never uttered a word of protest. She never physically resisted a single action. She let them lay her on a bed, cover her with a thin blanket, and walk away.


  She allowed all this because one simple thought bounced around her tired mind. They must be right. I'm insane.


  Nothing else made sense. Bamboo samurai? Pale-skinned, jackhammer-armed savior? Amber light that blocked all sounds? A magic whistle? She'd
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